THE    EXPEDITION     SAILS                    3IJ

Just as the advance guard was preparing to embark, news arrived
that the combined fleets of France and Spain were returning from
their fruitless Mediterranean foray. Though Keith was in close
pursuit, there was always the possibility that they might sweep
up the Channel and attack the assembled transports. But on August
12th it became known that Bruix had put into Brest. With a Grand
Fleet of more than fifty battleships based on Torbay and " the
whole naval power of France and Spain under lock and key,"l all
danger passed. On the 13th, Abercromby was hurried to sea.

It was left to the General and Admiral Mitchell to decide whether
the expedition should occupy Walcheren and the islands at the
mouth of the Meuse or make a landing farther north on the tip
of Holland called the Marsdiep between the North and Zuyder
Seas. On the ground that Walcheren was too bare for concealment
and that the Marsdiep isthmus, being long and narrow, was un-
likely to be defended in force, Abercromby chose the latter. An
initial success here would cut off the naval base of the Helder and
endanger the Dutch fleet at the Texel. It would also enable the
British, after forcing an entry into the Zuyder Zee, to advance
southwards down the isthmus with both flanks protected by war-
ships. The disadvantage was that the Marsdiep was some distance
from the main centres of population where a rising was expected,
and that before these could be reached the French might have time
to organise strong resistance.

The initial wisdom of the decision was quickly proved. For on
the first day at sea the almost incessant rain of the past few weeks
turned to a south-wester. The transports would have fared ill
among the islands. As it was they remained in danger for a week
before the wind abated sufficiently to make a landing possible.
During that time the country was in the greatest alarm, for no one
had anticipated storms of such intensity and duration so early in
the year.2

But the Navy did its work well. The two hundred vessels of
the fleet kept together, and on the 2ist the wind fell. That nigtt
the low Dutch coast could be clearly seen in the moonlight. But
next day, after the Dutch Governor of the Helder had been sum-
moned to surrender, the storm again freshened, Not till the 26th,

1 Spencer Papers, III, na.
8 See D'Arblay, III, 188.